EL USO DE DROGAS ILÍCITAS EN SIETE PAÍSES LATINOAMERICANOS: UNA PERSPECTIVA CRÍTICA DE FAMILIARES Y PERSONAS CERCANAS
INTRODUCTION
Problems stemming from illicit drug use are a major concern for individual countries and international organizations. These problems affect an increasing proportion of the world population. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates 200,000 deaths from drug abuse in the year 2000, corresponding to 0.4 per cent of all deaths worldwide (1) .
In addressing these problems, it is important to consider among others the following critical elements:
protective and risk factors, preventive initiatives, treatment facilities and laws and policies.
Understanding the role of family members and friends is essential to better face the challenges related to illicit drug use, especially for effective preventive and treatment responses (2) (3) .
Protective and Risk Factors
Protective factors, as pointed out are those attributes/ characteristics of individuals or their environment/context which inhibit, reduce or lessen the probability of drug use and/or abuse (4) . Key protective factors for drug use are easy temperament, social and emotional competence, religious involvement, family attachment, low parental conflicts, effective parent-adolescent communication, wellmanaged community environment, and marriage in early adulthood (5) . On the other hand, risk factors are as those characteristics, variables, or hazards that make it more likely for an individual to develop a health problem (6) . Drug use is also associated with economic and psycho-social factors such as poverty, social inequity, high unemployment rates, difficulties in family adjustment, unhealthy occupational environment, low education level and homelessness (7) .
Drug use usually begins in adolescence (7) , when individuals may not have a clear idea of its risks.
Initially, use is limited to one substance and to specific situations. Over time, drug use tends to increase (8) .
Protective and risk factors have dimensions that influence the design of preventive programs and policies:
community, school, family and the individual (8) (9) .
Preventive Initiatives
Prevention comprises processes to promote well-being, growth and optimal development at individual, family and community levels. (9) . Prevention can be broadly categorized as risk reduction, harm reduction, demand reduction and health promotion. Individuals and communities can be placed on a risk continuum varying from no risk to high risk (9) (10) (11) . Effective prevention requires a broader health promotion approach and has to be linked to other drug control responses in order to achieve long term benefits (12) .
Treatment Facilities
Research findings indicate that maintaining therapeutic contact for extended periods of time, with individuals with alcohol and other drug problems, may promote better long-term outcomes than limited treatment contact, 'treatment as usual' (13) . Most of the treatment facilities in Latin America follow standardized treatment principles recommended by more developed countries. The Latin American
Federation of Therapeutic Communities (14) developed a model that meets the illicit drug users' needs based on the principle that the cause of the drug use problem is not the drug, but the person as the main interpreter of his or her rehabilitation.
Laws and Policies
Facing the justice system for drug use can expose users to severe criminal penalties (15) . As a result, safeguards are necessary to protect the rights of individuals in compulsory treatment or prison (16) .
Furthermore, a balance must be found between state powers to detain persons involuntarily for public health and safety reasons and the personal rights of individuals while detained for treatment or rehabilitation (17) .
Since Overall, 73.4% of the respondents indicated that there were not enough facilities in their community for illicit drug use problems, and 72.6% indicated that it was not easy to get to the facilities.
Respondents were asked about barriers to treatment. 
Respondents feeling stigmatized
Respondents were asked about feeling stigmatized because of a family member's or friend's drug problem. More than half of the respondents indicated that they had experienced various types of stigma due to drug use by a family member or friend. Table 3 shows the percentages of people who responded affirmatively to the corresponding questions. Most of the situations are related with their social relationships and the difficulties to communicate issues regarding their familiars using illegal drugs. tried to get specific treatment for the person. On the difficulty of finding treatment for illicit drug users, the merged score was 2.07, using a scale where 1 was "not difficult" and the highest score of 4 was "impossible". Finally, it is necessary to remark that most of the respondents indicated that they had experienced various types of stigma because of drug use by a family member or friend. Those seeking or in treatment for illegal drug issues are frequently and disproportionately marginalized (18) . 
DISCUSSION

CONCLUSION
STUDY LIMITATIONS
Among the limitations of this study are: (1) sampling method (e.g., no random selection) and size 
